INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM
Exporting manufacturers that pursue international expansion via foreign distributors face a trade off. Their decision to utilize international distributors as a market entry mode reduces some risks; however, the manufacturers do not enjoy control of the foreign channel. Given heterogeneity in global environments and often a significant geopolitical separation between manufacturers and international distributors, the ability to control the behavior of channel partners is inherently reduced. Consequently, natural conditions for opportunistic behavior are created (Karunaratna & Johnson, 1997; .
Mechanisms that help to offset opportunism include contract enforcement, forward integration (Klein, Frazier, & Roth, 1990) , and management strategies including product and territorial exclusivity and information exchange (Karunaratna & Johnson, 1997) . However, the enforcement of contractual agreements is often difficult to rely upon, given the diversity of the economic, legal, and political markets. While contracts are signed in most business dealings, they are seldom used (Roxenhall & Ghauri, 2004) . Furthermore, manufacturers may not be willing to inherit the commitment associated with increasing variations of forward integration. The Uppsala behavioral model of Internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977 suggests that firm's resource commitment to foreign markets gradually increases as they develop their knowledge of foreign markets. The underlying basis of the model points to an established sequence of stages that are indicative of increasing resource deployment in the host market. Accordingly, we chose to investigate learning orientation, which we believe to be an important strategy as a firm enters a host market. Essentially, the governance of the interactive relationship leads to certain outcomes based upon the learning objectives.
The focus of this study is on a cross-sectional analysis of manufacturing exporters and their partners, the foreign distributors, within the dynamic perspective of the Uppsala model. The study examines how the employment of relational governance mechanisms may help to offset opportunism while building satisfaction with the relationships as well as flexibility within the market. The approach is based upon the notion that relationships are fundamentally grounded in social interactions (Cova & Salle, 2000) that eventually exploit organizational interdependencies and are designed to achieve strategic or market objectives.
Hence, the basis of this research is on the role of an organization's learning orientation, which is leveraged by governance mechanisms (i.e., resource commitment and trust) to achieve relationship satisfaction and flexible market capability. Relational governance both facilitates and augments learning between cross-border organizations and is seen to instrumentally counter the dangers associated with the foreign distributor's potential opportunistic behavior. Relational governance contributes to organizational flexibility in foreign markets and promotes satisfactory relationship outcomes, which underlies the firm's desire to continue the relationship while supporting the development of global strategy (Kogut, 1985) .
The link between learning orientation and manufacturer commitment is related to and parallels the Uppsala link between an organization's experiential knowledge (of foreign markets) and its resource commitment to the market (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977 . However, this study explores a different perspective of learning. In fact, when contrasting the Uppsala perspective to the present definition, the study presumes a more proactive learning approach than Uppsala's concept of learning (Forsgren, 2002) .
The Uppsala perspective refers to two different types of knowledge: (1) objective knowledge, which can be learned through formal training or market research, and (2) experiential knowledge, which can only be acquired through personal experience. Uppsala deals more or less exclusively with experiential learning (Forsgren, 2002) . The present research's perspective is proactive and focuses on the manufacturer's aggressive search for market solutions.
The Uppsala behavioral perspective of Internationalization involves almost a 'default' progression of increased market investment as the firm 'learns' about the market over time. The learning orientation perspective, which is used in this paper, however, implies that the manufacturer objectively puts into place an interorganizational environment that promotes market knowledge gains. Consequently, the manufacturer leverages this learning orientation with relational governance mechanisms (tools) which, if employed effectively, help to develop capabilities (e.g., flexibility) and secure relationships (e.g., maintain satisfying relationships). Achieving these goals helps the company to deal with the increased competitive challenges in the foreign environment. Hence, our perspective suggests that the manufacturer 'balances' the inherent tradeoff with lower-level market commitment and reduced risks, yet higher ''intangible commitments'' (Hadjikhani, 1997) .
Consequently, this study examines two distinct relational governance mechanisms, relationship commitment and trust. The Uppsala Internationalization model is incorporated to explore the issues associated with an exporting manufacturer's overarching strategic objective of achieving effective market entry through a proactive approach involving market learning. Market learning is enhanced through governance.
PURPOSE
The purpose of the research is to assess the role of relational governance in an exporting manufacturer-international distributor relationship. The objective is to determine whether certain relational governance mechanisms can provide alternative pathways to traditional mechanisms of dealing with distributor opportunism, such as forward integration and increasing marketing commitment via sales subsidiaries or manufacturing. The impact of relational governance on flexibility and the relationship-specific attribute of satisfaction with the relationship will be examined. Flexibility contributes to competitive advantages, whereas satisfaction indicates a surrogate measure to continue working with the relationship to provide and enhance the potential for future value. Subsequently, the model is presented which proposes the exporting manufacturer utilizes relational governance to augment an active learning orientation to gain enhanced performance in the foreign environment.
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The Uppsala Internationalization model, which is predicated upon the behavioral theory of the firm (Aharoni, 1966; Cyert & March, 1963 ) and Penrose's (1959) theory of the growth of the firm, perceives internationalization to be a process of increased involvement. As firms develop additional levels of knowledge about foreign markets and operations, they increasingly commit resources to foreign markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) . The model encompasses state and change aspects of internationalization, which build upon and reinforce each other in a causal cycle. Market commitment and market knowledge represent state aspects and current business activities, and commitment decisions characterize change aspects (Johanson & Vahlne, 1990) . Two kinds of knowledge are distinguished, objective knowledge which can be learned by formal training or market research, and experiential knowledge which can only be acquired through personal experience. The model claims that a company's engagement in a specific country market develops according to an establishment of a chain of events which reflects increasing resource commitment to the market. Using the Uppsala model as a background for understanding the mechanisms of initiating and maintaining international distributor relationships would lead us to conclude that exporting manufacturers may resort to forward integration and acquisition strategies to deal with opportunistic, performance weakening distributor behavior almost by default. However, the present study follows a relational governance approach to managing export manufacturer-foreign distributor interactions. It builds upon the notion that proactive management of the relationship augments learning that may, in turn, provide an alternative to forward integration while contributing to relationship satisfaction and an ability to be flexible in the market.
Researchers in the international business marketing and channel management literature have increasingly drawn their attention to relational aspects of manufacturer and distributor interaction (Bello & Gilliland, 1997; Heide, 1994) . Most of the research has focused on explaining how interorganizational management processes are dependent upon relational interaction such as cooperation, trust, and commitment (Gundlach, Achrol, & Mentzer, 1995; Morgan & Hunt, 1994) . Additionally, some scholars have investigated direct linkages between the relational attributes of interorganizational structures and economic performance (Bello & Gilliland, 1997; Celly & Frazier, 1996; Lusch & Brown, 1996) . Rationales for these investigations are grounded in the recognition that companies strive to reduce the transaction and agency costs inherent to the relationship. Furthermore, scholars and practitioners are aware that the successful governance of relationships provides a foundation to develop self-enforcing mechanisms that ultimately help to protect assets and reduce monitoring costs (Conn & Yip, 1997; Drucker, 1995) . Indeed, some research has examined relational processes, such as cooperation, relational commitment, and trust as primary variables impacting performance (Lusch & Brown, 1996; Zaheer & Venkatraman, 1995) . Furthermore, the relationship marketing literature argues that close, collaborative relationships between parties lead to beneficial outcomes for all. The tangible and intangible elements of the relationship that are created from close collaboration between firms (i.e., associated with commitment and trust) are key sources of competitive advantages, especially if they become relationship-specific assets (Dyer & Singh, 1998) . Relationships include hard assets and resources that partners share as well as intangible components represented by knowledge-sharing routines, governance mechanisms, and relationship-specific assets. The conceptual framework presents a synthesis of the literature on relationship marketing, the resource-based view of the firm, and transaction cost economics (illustrated in Fig. 1 ). This model directs our empirical work and integrates relationship marketing perspectives with the governance of export manufacturer-distributor relationships. The factors are presented in more detail via hypothesized relationships.
1
International channel management depends to a great degree upon an implicit or normative form of control. This form of control helps to coordinate activities between organizations as it facilitates the development of an interorganizational culture of shared beliefs (Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Weitz & Jap, 1995) . The propensity to collaborate is encouraged as a result of companies that have a history of positive experiences working with each other. Firms' interactions contribute further to the reinforcement of normative forms of governance control. In addition, the evidence from these normative forms implies that the parties seek the benefits that reflect longterm opportunities and profits from the relationship. The partners enhance the potential for achieving strategic goals through relationship marketing, which contributes, in part, to their ability to adapt to changing market situations (i.e., flexibility).
Learning Orientation
Weitz and Jap (1995) assert that organizations must work together to develop the factors of their relationship that underlie commitment and trust (i.e., relational norms). Bartlett and Ghoshal (1998) corroborate much of the sentiment of Weitz and Jap's (1995) position through a study highlighting this interorganizational trend: the focus of managers in international organizations has shifted from organizational planning to an increased emphasis on organizational learning. This particular proposition suggests that relational norms can contribute to factors leading to interorganizational capabilities. Indeed, companies strive to develop comprehensive organizational capabilities to help them fully understand, interpret, and respond to environmental circumstances. Therefore, developing these relational norms would strengthen the interdependencies that support relationship-specific assets.
The goal of developing interorganizational learning capabilities contributes to the working relationship between partners. In contrast to the somewhat passive and reactive form of learning associated with the Uppsala model of firm internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977 , this paper posits an active perspective. This view encompasses the notion of exporting manufacturers sharing fresh ideas with international distributors and encouraging distributors to participate in joint training activities and programs that are designed to improve mutual learning (Hult & Ferrell, 1997). Hence, learning orientation is not exclusively the domain of experiential learning, it is also a dimension which focuses on the search for new solutions and opportunities (Huber, 1991) . Under this context, wherein geopolitical separation from distributors poses challenges to learning, an active approach helps to create opportunities to foster relationship commitment and trust. Learning creates an environment whereby the partners understand and appreciate the benefits that potentially can accrue from interfirm cooperation. This can be critical for guaranteeing core competencies and enhancing competitive advantage (Hamel, 1991) .
Building an interfirm environment that encourages the development of competencies through investing in learning and knowledge dissemination contributes to enhancing the sustainability of single organizations as well as interorganizational stability (Cavusgil, 1998) . The idea is grounded on the basis of mutual partner commitment, trust, and a willingness to work with each other. Furthermore, Gold, Malhotra, and Segars (2001) set forth the argument that organizations must develop an environment that stresses the existence and magnitude of knowledge management in order to achieve success. Within the context of the international supply chain, learning orientation can be integrated between the firms to represent one of the most essential ways to develop strategic capability and competitive advantage (Nonaka, 1994) . Hence, relationship commitment and trust serve within the relationship marketing context as viable governance mechanisms. Consequently, a direct relationship between learning orientation and relationship marketing (i.e., relationship commitment and trust) is posited.
H1. Learning orientation will positively impact the governance of the export manufacturer-international distributor relationship; hence learning orientation results in higher levels of relationship commitment.
In a similar vein, we argue that, H2. Learning orientation will result in higher levels of export manufacturer trust in a foreign distributor.
Relational Governance
Weitz and Jap (1995) posit that the focus of practitioners in their approach to channel relationship management has shifted. Managers have reduced their emphasis on governing corporate channel structures through the use of power and dependence. As a result of these changes, managers have increased their interest in managing the relationship by investing in the development of relational norms. These relational norms are advanced through ''self-governance'' mechanisms that help reduce an organization's transaction and agency costs. In addition, relational norms are idiosyncratic, which implies that the manner in which a firm maintains its relationships could contribute to competitive capability. The present study adopts Heide's (1994) view of governance, which he envisions to be a multidimensional interaction between two partners that embodies all aspects of relationship management and maintenance. This perspective is extended to define governance as a series of management decision-making processes that a firm may use within the relationship to affect desired objectives.
Under this definition, governance is an integration of relationship commitment and trust, which Morgan and Hunt (1994) refer to as relationship marketing. Relationship commitment and trust separately are forms of governance, which the manufacturer employs when managing the relationship. Trust and relationship commitment are both rational means to improve the governance of the relationship yet they may also complement each other. Relationship commitment represents a tangible demonstration or intention to work with the partner, whereas trust implies that the partner is willing to work with the other under the auspices of mutual respect and the implication that vulnerabilities would not be exploited. Hence, these relational variables represent a hybrid form of governance.
Relationship Commitment
Relationship commitment is the willingness of partners to make sacrifices when working together to achieve particular goals. It has been defined as an ''implicit or explicit pledge of relational continuity between exchange partners'' (Dwyer & Oh, 1988) . Gundlach et al., (1995) , echoing Macneil (1980) , argue that commitment is an important element of a long-term and regulated exchange relationship. In addition, Morgan and Hunt (1994) define commitment as a partner's willingness to place maximum effort into maintaining the relationship because of the belief that the relationship is worthy enough to ensure it endures indefinitely. Consequently, commitment seems to reinforce the social norms between the organizations, which in turn, contribute to effective long-term relationship exchange. This follows the concept that relationship commitment represents a deeper resolve between the parties to maintain the relationship (Dwyer et al., 1987) . Morgan and Hunt (1994) support this consensus in the marketing channel literature by presenting the notion that organizations demonstrate their resolve by investing in the relationship to make the collaboration effort successful and competitive. Again, this investment leads to relationship-specific assets that are enhanced through trust. Part of the relationship reinforcement is indeed grounded in trust as trust is argued in the social exchange literature to be one of the central elements to all relational exchanges (Anderson & Narus, 1990; Ganesan, 1994; Morgan & Hunt, 1994) .
Trust
Trust has been investigated as a key component of relationships and an effective tool that the partners use to govern their relationship, both in national (see e.g., Doney & Cannon, 1997; Geyskens, Steenkamp, & Kumar, 1998; Zaheer, McEvily, & Perrone, 1998) and international contexts (e.g., Aulakh, Kotabe, & Sahay, 1996; Boersma, Buckley, & Ghauri, 2003; Dyer & Chu, 2000) . The concept of trust in the literature is considered to have many dimensions. For example, two defining dimensions of trust are benevolence and credibility. The credibility dimension of trust outlines the confidence the partners have with each other after working together over time. Essentially, it is an indication that the partners have developed a degree of operational efficiency and the ability to work together (Ganesan, 1994) . The benevolent aspect of trust indicates a willingness to show good faith toward the other. It is the extent to which partners express good intentions to the other without expressing specific commitments. In this case, trust is a developed mutual confidence that no partner will exploit the other (Sabel, 1993) . It therefore expresses a willingness to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the other party will perform a particular action regardless of the ability to monitor or control that other party (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995) . Accordingly, trust is examined as a benevolence issue since it supports better the paper's proposition that the exporting manufacturer establishes a learning environment that actively utilizes relational governance. Presumably, credibility trust is developed as a result of the interaction.
Building on Gundlach et al., (1995) conceptualization, there is a positive relationship between relationship commitment and trust. The parties' commitment and desire to build a long-term relationship provides a foundation for trust. Furthermore, trust reduces uncertainty within a relationship and the perceived likelihood that one party will exploit the other (Parkhe, 1998a, b) . In general, trust engenders a confidence of mutual reliance that leads to greater cooperative behavior, such as problem solving, communication, and knowledge sharing. Other intangible benefits of trust embody the idea that it promotes interorganizational cooperation (Ring & Van De Ven, 1992) . In an international setting it signals the commitment of foreign subsidiary managers (Kim & Mauborgne, 1993) . Gounaris and Venetis (2002) established that trust proves to be a valuable tool for maintaining the relationship with the organizational client and ensuring its longevity. Moreover, Barney and Hansen (1994) argued that trustworthiness developed between organizations could become a source of competitive advantage since the primary contribution of trust is its value to relational exchange and a precursor to beneficial relational outcomes. Empirical research confirmed the benefits of trust in many contexts (Ganesan, 1994; Lambe, Spekman, & Hunt, 2000; Morgan & Hunt, 1994) .
The process of developing credible commitment is a vital ingredient of relationship monitoring because it mitigates opportunistic behavior (Gundlachet al., 1995; Macneil, 1980) while at the same time reduces perceived risks (Ganesan, 1994; Gruen, Summers, & Acito, 2000) . The desire to reduce risk motivates firms to invest in the relationship, which increases commitment and subsequent relationship continuity. Hence, trust between partners in a relationship would lead to firm commitment as a relationship grounded in trust is one that fosters a greater potential to achieve the benefits that occur through long-term exchanges. In the same way that trust augments commitment, relationship commitment will reinforce the levels of trust -a reciprocal and positive relationship.
H3. Relationship commitment and trust are positively related.
Relational Governance and Flexibility
Flexibility is the ability to modify processes in rapidly changing environments to achieve strategic objectives while at the same time lower opportunity costs and reduce path dependencies (Sanchez, 1995) . The geophysical and cultural separation of manufacturer and international distributors heightens the importance of flexibility and its impact on export performance (see e.g., Ling-yee Li & Ogunmokum, 2000) . The ability to adapt to unforeseen contingencies, a crucial element of flexibility, is arguably a desired outcome of organizations because it provides a means to confront potential problems (Harrigan, 1988) as well as to recover from events that may disrupt the organization's operations (Evans, 1991) . Flexibility in this context represents a good-faith effort to modify interorganizational actions when confronted with changing circumstances.
The environmental events and factors that affect one partner would potentially influence the other in a working relationship (Bello & Gilliland, 1997; Roath, Miller, & Cavusgil, 2002) . The tangible and intangible benefits that are derived from the manufacturer's relationship commitment include the idea that the partners will invest in processes and procedures that will enable the partnership to swiftly adapt to environmental changes, especially since environmental dynamics may dramatically affect both parties. Relationship commitment demonstrates the resolve to develop a mutual capability to react to these changes effectively. In addition, trust between the partners is illustrated through their mutual reliance to do their part skillfully to adapt to environmental dynamics. Consequently, the governance mechanisms associated with relationship marketing are essentially tools that an organization can employ to increase the potential for achieving flexibility. Dwyer and Oh (1988) as well as Frazier and Kale (1989) , argue that satisfaction is a primary factor for evaluating channel performance. Satisfaction is not only a surrogate for the perceived effectiveness of relationship governance, satisfaction may also be predictive of future actions. For example, Nevin (1995) believes that relational exchange is a long-term process based upon recurring exchanges with the same individuals or firms. When the parties are committed to maintaining the relationship, they strive to make it work, which potentially leads to successful and mutually beneficial exchanges and outcomes. As firms work together to achieve benefits from their relationship, they also have an increased awareness or perception of compatibility and collaboration from their respective partner. The collaboration increases the ability to understand each other's processes and capacity to work together better under different environmental circumstances. Collaboration efforts demonstrate a willingness to work to fulfill desired outcomes and thus results in increased flexibility in the relationship.
Furthermore, the necessity to spend extra time and resources on monitoring efforts is diminished, thereby permitting the partners to concentrate more on developing interorganizational strengths. When faced with environmental uncertainty, the role of the governance mechanisms of relationship commitment and trust contributes to the relationship's adaptation abilities because the partners have more confidence in allowing the other to address contingencies without having to constantly provide input. In effect, lesser degrees of control relate to higher degrees of flexibility. Noordewier, John, and Nevin (1990) propose that these adaptation abilities are especially important because not having adaptive capabilities in an uncertain environment could lead to undesirable circumstances. Thus, relational governance increases the partner's confidence in the other to react independently in a beneficial relationship, even when confronted with different scenarios. This leads to the following propositions:
H4. Effective relational governance (as evidenced by relationship commitment) contributes to flexibility with the relationship.
H5. Effective relational governance (as evidenced by trust) contributes to flexibility with the relationship.
Flexibility and Satisfaction
Anderson and Narus (1990) define satisfaction in manufacturer-distributor relationships as a positive result of a partner's assessment of the desired outcomes from the working partnership. According to Wilson (1995) , satisfaction is one of the most critical variables in business relationships. Wilson relates satisfaction, in the context of business relationships, as the degree to which the transaction meets the performance expectations of the partner. Given this definition of satisfaction as 'expectations met,' the manufacturer will be satisfied if performance objectives are met or exceeded.
Relationships that have developed continuity and have experienced mutually beneficial outcomes typically have partners that are satisfied with the relationship. These relationships impart a degree of confidence to the partners because they demonstrate the partners' ability and desire to work together without having to be concerned about exploitation. Because the partners are satisfied with the relationship, they have a greater tendency to be cooperative and communicative. Theoharakis and Hooley (2003) provide support for the development of organizational resources that foster and enable relationships in business-to-business environments since such resources are linked with improved firm performance. Rosson and Ford (1982) demonstrated that relational outcomes are positively associated with information exchange in relationships that operate in an international environment. Moreover, Noordewier et al., (1990) empirically support their findings by providing evidence that flexible partnerships underscore the notion of communication and trust-oriented relational processes.
H6. The flexibility dimension within the export manufacturer-distributor interaction is positively associated with the relationship's satisfaction.
Learning Orientation and Flexibility
Flexibility is the ability to alter methods of doing business to achieve strategic objectives while at the same time lowering strategic opportunity costs in rapidly changing environments (i.e., flexibility reduces path dependencies). Flexibility represents a desired outcome of the relationship, as it is a good-faith effort to modify actions when confronted with changing circumstances. Learning orientation is an attempt to instill a high value on learning activities, which include seeking and sharing market knowledge. Learning orientation increases the potential to successfully confront changing circumstances because the knowledge-sharing routines that are practiced between the organizations represent a good faith effort to collaborate.
A result of cooperative behavior between the partners is information exchange. Knowledge sharing routines through learning orientation also increase access to a greater number of information sources, which offers alternative interpretations of market information (Slater & Narver, 1995) . Consequently, the coordination, manifested through a learning orientation provides the advantage of increased efficiency in information dissemination and flexibility.Essentially, learning orientation encourages each party in the partnership to make variations in their processes and with each other in order to adapt to environmental dynamics. Thus, H7. Learning orientation encompasses greater coordination through information exchange, which contributes to a greater degree of flexibility.
To the same extent that the development of interorganizational learning capabilities contributes to the enhanced working of the relationship between parties, there will also be a direct link with satisfaction. Not only does interorganizational learning foster relationship commitment and trust, it will also directly enhance the parties perception of their mutual collaborative efforts and satisfaction of their relationship.
H8. Learning orientation is positively related to satisfaction.
METHODS
In-depth interviews with 12 experienced international marketing executives and six international trade lawyers provided valuable insights into manufacturer-distributor relationships from managers' perspectives. All executives were responsible for building and maintaining relationships with a set of foreign distributors. They were either directly involved with their company's export operations or well informed about how their firm manages foreign distributors. The lawyers were involved in the formal establishment of contracts between the parties or dealing with issues of conflict resolution with foreign distributors. Consequently, they were all very well suited for our research purposes and provided a useful starting point for specifying the domain of our research and questionnaire development (Churchill, 1979) .
Sampling Frame
Contact data was purchased from the Thomas Export Directory, a large proprietary database, by selecting entries on companies actively involved in global market expansion through the use of foreign distributors. We excluded small firms (fewer than 50 employees) on the basis of their often limited experience in dealing with foreign distributors and inconclusive research findings regarding firm size and export behavior (Cavusgil, 1984; Moen, 1999) . Eight hundred firms were randomly selected and a questionnaire was mailed to senior managers most familiar with conditions and terms of their distributor relationships. A follow-up mailing was sent after three weeks to improve initial response. A total of 162 surveys were returned. After removing incomplete entries, 141 responses were retained in the database for further analysis. This represents an effective response rate of approximately 20% which is quite appealing given recent reports of deteriorating response rates (Ibeh, Brock, & Zhou 2004; Jobber, Saunders, & Mitchell 2004) and reduces potential problems of self-selection bias (Wilson, 1999) .
Responding firms represent a comprehensive industry cross-section, although response counts are skewed toward industrial machinery and electronic equipment industry. The industries include industrial machinery (24.1%), electronics (12.8%), chemicals (8.5%), and telecommunications (4.3%) among others. The use of foreign distributors in these industries is commonly found and reported (Cavusgil, 1984) . Therefore, industry-specific bias was minimized, supporting possible generalizability of the hypothesized results. Non-response bias was tested following a procedure suggested by Armstrong and Overton (1977) . The procedure involved testing for descriptive differences such as company sales and number of employees between early and late respondents. Comparing their answers did not reveal significant differences suggesting that non-response was not a concern for the data analysis and interpretation. Table 1 provides characteristics for the respondents.
Measure Development
Qualitative input from interviews with experts was complemented with information about existing scales in academic marketing, channels, and the international exporting literature. Multi-item measures and constructs were derived from these literature bases and subsequently modified and refined based on insights gained during additional preliminary interviews (Homburg & Giering, 1996) . These interviews involved a number of academics and a separate group of managers who examined our modified scales for face and content validity. A questionnaire was developed and pretested on a sample of 35 respondents before further modification resulted in the final survey instrument. All items are measured using Likert-type attitudinal scales, anchored on 7-point instruments with endpoints of strongly disagree ¼ 7 and strongly agree ¼ 1. Standard procedures were employed for subsequent psychometric scale-development (Baumgartner & Homburg, 1996; . The measures used in this study and their sources are discussed subsequently; their reliability estimates and confirmatory factor analysis results are provided in Table 2 .
Measures for the learning orientation scale were adapted from Hult and Ferrell (1997) who build on conceptual work from Lyles and Schwenk Note: All items formulated as Likert-type attitudinal statements, anchored on a 7-point scale (endpoints: strongly disagree ¼ 7 and strongly (1994) . Thus, learning orientation is conceptualized as the extent to which an organization actively manages learning among its employees and encourages the incorporation of new ideas from the learning process. Relationship commitment is defined as the demonstration of the desire to develop a long-term relationship with exchange partners by investing in assets that are specific to the relationship (Anderson & Weitz, 1992; Morgan & Hunt, 1994) . Items pertaining to the attitudinal component were taken from Gundlach et al., (1995) . Four items were adapted from Anderson and Narus (1990) to capture trust and assess loyalty between manufacturer and foreign distributor. Trust is defined as the willingness to show good faith in each other and demonstrate benevolence in either party (Moorman, Deshpande, & Zaltman, 1993) . Flexibility is defined as the degree to which the relationship is able to adjust to contingencies in the environment. Items were taken from Heide and John (1992) . Measures for satisfaction were extracted from Cullen, Johnson and Sakano (1995) , conceptualizing satisfaction in a manufacturer-foreign distributor relationship as a positive assessment of the desired outcomes (Anderson & Narus, 1990) , i.e., the degree to which the manufacturer's relationship is better than previously expected (Cullen et al., 1995) . Table 3 outlines the summary statistics and correlation matrix for the measurement scales. Coefficient alphas range between 0.78 and 0.84, which is within the limits of desirable/excellent boundaries for scales (DeVellis, 1991) . A confirmatory factor analysis using EQS 6.1 was performed (Bentler & Wu, 2003) . The Satorra-Bentler scaled w 2 test, which corrects for distortions of the normal theory method when data are not normal (Satorra & Bentler, 1988 ) is statistically significant (w 2 (123) ¼ 242.25, p ¼ 0:000). This undesirable result is considered unproblematic given the relatively small sample size and satisfactory additional fit indices. The comparative fit index (CFI), Bentler-Bonnet non-normed fit index (BBNFI), and Bollen's incremental fit index (IFI) indicate a relatively good fit for the measurement model (CFI ¼ 0.902; BBNFI ¼ 0.878; IFI ¼ 0.902). The root mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) also provides support on the upper limit of the acceptable range (RMSEA ¼ 0.084).
Measure Assessment
Confirmatory factor analysis assesses content, discriminant, and convergent validity. All factor loadings exceeded 0.5; indicating content validity (Bollen, 1989) . A 95% confidence interval was constructed around the estimates of correlations between the latent constructs. To the extent that the results do not include 1.0, this test provides some evidence of discriminant validity Bagozzi & Yi, 1988) . In addition, a more stringent test was conducted to demonstrate discriminant validity. This involved examination of the amount of variance extracted by each construct (taking measurement error into account) in relation to the squared-correlation between pairs of constructs. All pairs of factors passed Fornell and Larcker's (1981) test, providing evidence of discriminant validity among the measures.
The established measures were used to perform additional descriptive analyses. Bivariate product-moment correlations were calculated to investigate whether the following were correlated: the number of years manufacturers had international activities, the number of distributors the manufacturers held outside the US, and the number of people in manufacturers' organizations dedicated to managing foreign distributors. In line with expectations and suggestions from the Uppsala behavioral model of internationalization, all these variables were positively and significantly correlated. Thus, as manufacturers' experience in international markets evolved over time, their commitment to the markets, as represented by the number of people in home offices dedicated to managing distributors (r ¼ 0:175; po0:05), increased. The number of distributors increased (r ¼ 0:330; po0:01) as well. Furthermore, correlations were performed to investigate whether learning orientation differed or the governance mechanisms differed according to the respective descriptors, experience, and number of distributors or export personnel. However, no such differences emerged.
RESULTS
The hypothesized model was estimated using structural equation modeling techniques (SEM) with Bentler's (2003) EQS 6.1 program. The results of the analysis and hypotheses tests are reported in Table 4 . The overall fit measures suggest that the hypothesized model provides a reasonably good fit for the data, which is particularly encouraging when considering the attenuation in fit measures based on relatively small samples. The Satorra-Bentler scaled w 2 test (Satorra & Bentler, 1988 is statistically significant at the 1%-level (w 2 (127) ¼ 244, p ¼ 0:000). However, CFI and Bollen's IFI indicate a within-threshold fit for the measurement model (CFI ¼ 0.901; IFI ¼ 0.903). RMSEA was within the boundary of usually reported empirical research (RMSEA ¼ 0.083). The hypothesized relationships are illustrated graphically in Fig. 2 . Of the eight hypothesized relationships, six relationships were supported at a level 0.05 statistical significance.
The relationship between learning orientation and relationship commitment (H1) is not supported. The manufacturer may create a relationship environment that encourages learning between the partners, but the distributor may not necessarily reciprocate by committing its resources. Rather, the distributor may opportunistically take advantage of the information the manufacturer offers. Again, it is the manufacturer that is determined to enter the foreign market and would incur more risk relative to the foreign distributor. Learning Orientation does engender trust, however, as evidenced by support for H2. Relationship commitment and trust are positively correlated (H3). This result is consistent with earlier findings (Morgan & Hunt, 1994 ) and seems to hold in a cross-border relationship. Relationship commitment contributes to flexibility (H4). Committing resources is a factor that supports the ability to be flexible. However, the link between trust and flexibility (H5) is not supported, as a trusting relationship does not directly contribute to a flexible relationship. The ability to be flexible does lead to satisfaction (H6) and a learning environment helps to support the flexibility of the manufacturer (H7).
Interestingly, the relationship between learning orientation and satisfaction with the relationship proved to be statistically significant, however, contrary to the hypothesized positive relationship, the relationship is negative. Encouraging a learning environment between the manufacturer and foreign distributor does not directly translate into satisfaction with the relationship. The relationship between the manufacturer and foreign distributor may require more tangible outcomes before the manufacturer is satisfied. On the other hand, if the manufacturer develops a learning environment, the foreign distributor may not reciprocate by readily sharing its knowledge. This situation could lead to the manufacturer's dissatisfaction with the relationship.
CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
This study investigates whether relational governance mechanisms can help exporting manufacturers create a cooperative and learning environment to offset its partner's (foreign distributor) opportunism while contributing to relationship satisfaction and the organization's market flexibility. Exporting manufacturers may wish to look for alternatives to risky and often expensive tactics such as contract enforcement or forward integration. Forward integration involves substantial increases in market commitment which, while suggested in the internationalization theory of the firm (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; also Karunaratna & Johnson, 1997) , may not represent export manufacturers' optimal choice. The findings of this study suggest that relational governance mechanisms help to achieve satisfaction with the relationship and flexibility in the dynamic international environment. Table 4 . for details), all Correlations Significant at 0.01, dotted-line between F2 and F3 Refers to Correlational Relationship. F1-F5 Sig. Negative Relationship (hypothesized as+rel).
However, certain components of the governance mechanism influence the outcomes differently in this context. The relationship commitment component increases the manufacturer's flexibility because the manufacturer has a more tangible perspective of the foreign distributor's contribution to the relationship. For example, the foreign distributor helps to promote the manufacturer's product or helps to establish the product in the appropriate distribution channel. These tangible elements of governance illustrate the manufacturer's ability to monitor the distributor's contribution to the relationship. However, the manufacturer may not be able to completely monitor the actions of the foreign distributor. This aspect of governance is demonstrated by the lack of connection between trust and flexibility. Essentially, the manufacturer may not be familiar with the host environment and would therefore not be able to understand the intangible relational factors associated with flexibility or the distributor's contribution to the manufacturer's success in the market (e.g., communication associated with processes, the necessary adjustments that the distribution has to make in the environment). The implication is that cultural distance plays a role in relational governance. Learning orientation is important to developing trust, although it is not necessary to have a trusting relationship in order to obtain flexibility. Learning orientation does contribute to flexibility directly but a learning environment does not satisfy the manufacturer's perspective of the relationship. In the international channel context, the manufacturer is willing to learn as much about the environment as possible, yet the foreign distributor may not be as forthcoming. Perhaps the foreign distributor does not reciprocate by sharing market knowledge but would rather keep this information close to ensure that it remains valuable to the manufacturer. This situation may lead to the manufacturer's dissatisfaction with the relationship. Relationship issues among firms in dedicated relationships are important to examine. The desire to understand how these relationships are governed is due to a substantial increase in global competitive and environmental challenges (Palmer, 2002) and the notion that active relationship management may help to overcome the distance to the partners and downstream customers.
Conceptually, the resource-based view provides a foundation upon which to build a model of governance issues in manufacturer-distributor interaction. Relationship-specific investments, as expressed in the governance of commitment and trust, are seen to contribute to satisfying relationships and flexibility in the market, thus helping in the development of global strategy (Kogut, 1985) and supporting the creation of competitive advantage (Hamel, Doz, & Prahalad, 1989) . The relational governance mechanisms (i.e., commitment and trust) represent both formal and relational tools, which can be exercised by a manufacturer to achieve desired outcomes (e.g., flexibility). Learning orientation is seen as a prerequisite to the successful governance of manufacturer-distributor interaction. Manufacturers, who are not openly striving to develop behavioral and organizational characteristics to understand, interpret, and respond to environmental characteristics will not be able to develop a governance mode with their distributor. Relationship satisfaction outcomes will result in lower levels, since willingness to commit assets, share risks, or continue in a long-term relationship is not fully demonstrated. Consequently, partnering manufacturers and distributors will miss out on a 'comfort zone', i.e., experience lower levels of stability and higher levels of dissatisfaction. The strategic asset of 'flexibility' in interaction with their distributors will suffer as well. 'Flexibility' is a critical capability that allows a company to adapt quickly to changes in uncertain foreign environments; hence, a flexible manufacturer will be satisfied with this particular outcome in the international market. In other words, the company's ability to react to market dynamism may be a competitive advantage that could be attributed to working with the foreign distributor. Therefore, the manufacturer would be satisfied with the relationship.
Our conceptual research model is designed to appeal to both managers, involved in international distribution systems as well as scholars, interested in improving international distribution relationships and enhancing relationship marketing activities.
LIMITATIONS
The findings from this study need to be evaluated in the context of several limitations. Additional empirical investigations might attempt to confirm or extend the proposed relationships thus contributing to generalizing the framework to various national and international contexts. It is very desirable to replicate the study with a range of firms and industries in an attempt to offset the sampling bias; which potentially limits the generalizability of this study. This research also failed to demonstrate the hypothesized direct link between learning orientation and satisfaction. It should be interesting to learn whether this is, in fact, specific to the study or indicates a general pattern. This study also suffers from a small sample size which does not allow for tests of moderating effects such as geographic region or international experience. Future research is needed to evaluate these interaction effects, provided the availability of larger samples.
